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ENACTING THE TYRANNY OF
SOCIAL FORMS IN
SHERIDAN'S THE RIVALS
Robert Purks Maccubbin

last three decades have seen Cecil Price's fine
•^editions of both Sheridan's letters and plays; several
critical articles devoted, usually, to specific aspects of
individual plays; and two full-length studies by John Loftis
{Sheridan and the Drama of Georgian England [Cambridge:
Harvard University, 1977]) and Mark Auburn {Sheridan's
Comedies: Their Contexts and Achievements [Lincoln: University
of Nebraska, 1977]), both of which place Sheridan in the
context of Georgian comedyd There is consensus about his
' The Letters of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1966) and The
Dramatic Works of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, 1 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973).
Before the Dramatic Works appeared. Price edited The Rivals for an Oxford
University paperback (1968), which, unless indicated otherwise, is the text I cite
parenthetically throughout.
Among the most significant critical articles relevant to The Rivals—-which.
because of lack of new approaches to Sheridan ran their course by 1973—are Allan
Rodway, "Goldsmith and Sheridan: Satirists of Sentiment," in Renaissance and
Modem Essays, ed. G. R. Hibbard (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966),
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relation to Restoration comedy and to other Georgian comedy,
and subjects such as his reaction to sentimentalism and his place
in the development of English comedy would seem fairly
exhausted. Similarly exhausted now is consideration of the kind
of comedy The Rivals is. By common consent it is pronounced
a comedy of character rather than of action, and its structure is
seen as remarkably less damaging to its total effect than one
would have conceived possible. But there is to my knowledge
no sustained attempt to test whether the episodes of the play
are connected thematically. It is my first premise that they are:
the theme is that of tyranny—but tyranny as defined below.
Loftis noted the extraordinary and monstrous authority
exercised by Mrs. Malaprop and Sir Anthony Absolute over the
younger generation they presumably are to guard and guide,
but he sees Sheridan in these scenes as merely unable to escape
a tired comic convention;^ Jack Durant presses further,
however, and defines the world of The Rivals as "reduced to
folly by ill-schooled women and by sullen or tyrannical men"
65-72; Robert D. Hume, "Goldsmith and Sheridan and the Supposed Revolution
of 'Laughing' against 'Sentimental' Comedy," in Studies in Change and Revolution:
Aspects of English Intellectual History, 1640-1800, ed. Paul J. Korshin (Menston:
Scolar, 1972), 237-76; Leonard J. Leff, "Sheridan and Sentimentalism," Restoration
and Eighteenth-Century Theatre Research 12 (1973): 36-48; Mark S. Auburn, "The
Pleasures of Sheridan's The Rivals-. A Critical Study in the Light of Stage History,"
Modem Philology 72 (1973): 256-71; and Jack D. Durant, "Sheridan's 'Royal
Sanctuary': A Key to The Rivals," Ball State University Forum 14 (1973): 23-30.
A. N. Kaul, The Action of English Comedy: Studies in the Encounter of Abstraction
and Experience from Shakespeare to Shaw (New Haven: Yale University, 1970),
131-49, also should be added. Jack D. Durant's Richard Brinsley Sheridan. A
Reference Guide (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1981) judiciously annotates scholarship
through 1979.
^ "[Sheridan's] burlesque of the tyranny of the older generation in the persons of
Sir Anthony and Mrs. Malaprop should not conceal the force of the social reality
which lay behind that tyranny—the custom among affluent families of arranging
marriages with close attention to property settlements....Yet it would be hard to
find in Etherege, Wycherley, Congreve, or Vanbrugh the sustained ridicule of
tyranny that accompanies Sheridan's depiction of Sir Anthony and Mrs. Malaprop.
Sheridan refuses to take the old conventions of plot and character as more than a
source for ridiculous situations" {Sheridan, 46).
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("Sheridan's 'Royal Sanctuary,"' 30). Sheridan is exaggerating
a comic cliche, and some of his men besides Sir Anthony
Absolute are tyrannical, even if less absolutely; but the
exaggeration takes an original turn, and tyranny in the play is
more extensive than Durant credits. Cultural forces tyrannize
by shaping and constricting human behavior and informing it
psychologically, and as Captain Absolute says with philosophi
cal foresight, behavior in the play is "absurd" (TV.iii.lZ). I may
misappropriate his word as relentlessly as might Mrs. Malaprop,
though I hope to demonstrate that life in this play is extraordi
narily and univerally illogical and chaotic, no matter what scene
we choose to focus on, and that it is so because of one kind of
cultural tyranny or another—and their psychological conse
quences.
To make my points I shall be discussing not only the third
edition, but also the first edition and the considerably different
manuscript submitted to the stage licenser; I am assuming that
the best version of the play would be one that combined
elements from all three texts.^ I shall often identify which text
I am referring to, but sometimes, for fluidity, I shall conflate
the three and shall make suggestions for a production based on
the conflated version—a production that would reinforce my
sense of the Zeitgeist of the play and of its era. It is my second
^ In 1935, the MS submitted to the stage examiner was published in parallel
columns with the first edition and with an informative introduction: The Rivals,
A Comedy. As it was first Acted at the Theatre-Royal in Covent-Garden...Edited from
the Larpent Manuscript by Richard Little Purdy (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
On the variable early texts, see Price's discussion in Dramatic Works, 1:58-65. Price
chose the first edition (1775) of The Rivals as the copy-text in the Dramatic Works
because it appeared to "preserve Sheridan's accidentals more closely than the third"
and seemed "marginally...the safer course," even though he admitted "new readings
from the third edition" (66). However, I quote from Price's earlier (1968) edition
of The Rivals, for which he used the third edition (1776) as copy-text, because in
it Price clarified the text for a modern reader/audience by modernizing the spelling
and normalizing the arbitrary capitalization of the eighteenth century, neither of
which affects the meaning of the text, and because (as in the Dramatic Works) he
retained the eighteenth-century punctuation, which is crucial because it indicates
breathing spaces and pauses in oral delivery.
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premise that an interpretation that cannot be validated in
performance is still-born.
With only a couple of exceptions, critical analysis of
Sheridan has not paid attention to staging, and, so far as I
know, has never been interested in how a production might test
or reinforce critical arguments. Unfortunately, a major attempt
to address the integration of interpretation and produc
tion—Interpretation: Eight English Plays, 1673-1707,
by Judith Milhous and Robert D. Hume (Carbondale and
Edwardsville; Southern Illinois University Press, 1985)—has had
less impact than one should have hoped. What I am exploring
tacitly in this essay is Sheridan's tone and his intentions in
establishing that tone for an audience of 1775; then, in the
course of interpreting the play, I suggest how a production
might recapture both Sheridan's tone and intentions and make
them as intelligible as possible to a modern audience by
reinforcing them by, especially, thematically appropriate
physical actions and other non-verbal signs.

First, note how much behavior in the play is dictated by
pressure to appear superior to the station one holds in a society
that regards fashion as a sign of worth—a theme especially
popular in English art in the 1760s and 1770s.'^ Mimicry is the
result, and it so pervades the play as to be one of its main
unifying motifs. The servants. Fag and Thomas, in tacit
emulation of their betters, constantly fidget with their clothes,
especially old Fag, who tries to persuade young Thomas to
adopt the latest fashions. As with Lydia's maid, Lucy, and
Lydia's hairdresser, emulative mimicry descends to the bottom
stratum of society—or at least as far down as is ever visible in
* Looking through the great collections of satiric prints in either the Lewis Walpole
Library or the Library of Congress makes it apparent what a surge of interest there
was in fashion as an object of satire in the 1760s and 1770s.
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the comedy of manners. The servants discussing love and
intrigue and modes while using French and affected curses are
like Lydia's pet parrot (mentioned by Fag in Li.55), which in a
production reinforcing my reading would have been brought all
the way to Bath and would operate as a Greek chorus in the
scene in her dressing room. Bob Acres, from the country,
similarly gawks at town fashions and speech, both of which he
parrots, and Mrs. Malaprop strives to imitate a better-educated
class by using complex words she doesn't comprehend, by
which Sheridan parodies the upper-class rage for coining new
words, a fad commented on in the January 1770 issue of The
London Magazine: Or, Gentleman's Monthly Intelligencer. "It is
the easiest thing imaginable to coin words. The most ignorant
of the nobility are apt to do it every day, and are laughed at for
it." Likewise, Lydia does her best to imitate the life she has
read about in countless novels, and perversely, in aspiring to the
latest romantic modes, she dreams of elopement down the social
scale, with Beverley, rather than acceptance of an arranged
marriage to a Captain (who turns out to be the same man).
Acres, with as great folly, mimics Sir Lucius O'Trigger's martial
courage—at least until he is shocked into seeing that courage in
a duel can be fatal. Most complexly, Faulkland represents a
man who unconsciously mimics the entire milieu of the cult of
sensibility.' My perception of such a thematic inter-connected
ness was anticipated in 1830 by John Bernard, who, in his
' The literature on sensibility—in social history, the arts, and philosophy—is
voluminous. As good an introduction as any to eighteenth-century sensibility is
Janet Todd's concise Sensibility: An Introduction (London and New York:
Methuen, 1986), which includes a selective bibliography. For two very different
aspects of sensibility in the visual arts, see the chapter on "Exhibitions of
Sympathy" in David H. Sollssiis Painting for Money. The Visual Arts and the Public
Sphere in Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992),
and David Alexander's exhibition catalogue. Affecting Moments: Prints of English
Literature Made in the Age of Sensibility, 1775-1800 (York: University of York
Press, 1993). For the best discussion of sentimentalism—which is but one aspect
of sensibility—in stage comedy, see Frank H. EUis, Sentimental Comedy: Theory &
Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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account of the opening night of the play, noted that the 1770s
"was a time in which there was not a greater straining for the
proprieties of language, than the proprieties of character," and
that Sheridan perhaps "intended...[Mrs. Malaprop] as a
burlesque upon the life which Faulkland and Julia represented"
{Retrospections of the Stage, 1:142 [London]).
The acts of conscious and unconscious mimicry mentioned
above, along with several others, form an holistic pattern of
behavior in the play, cutting across different plots and
thematically connecting them. The mimicry of supposedly
superior modes of behavior that thereby psychologically
tyrannize, as in Hogarth's Rake's Progress, leads to a kind of
thralldom. In Hogarth the consequences are disastrous; here,
however, the comedy of character is resolved happily, but only
by a shock of recognition that occurs—as later in Beaumarchais's Figaro—m an archetypal setting (the dark of night) and
on the edge of the abyss of death in an absurdly motivated duel.
Given the rote mimicry that dominates slavish behavior, only
a severe shock can jar the protagonists out of their behavioral
somnambulance.
Behavior is patterned not just by dominating social pressures
caused by hierarchy and fashionable striving upwards but by
hard-fact historical dictates. To cite but two examples. Captain
Absolute—who seems to be the character whose behavior is
most controlled by reason—must duel, not for any logical
reason, but because an Army officer could not, in 1775,
honorably refuse a challenge. Another nasty historical fact
presents itself in the references to military impressment.^ In the
spa that is Bath, "to recruit" means to find a mate (Il.i.), but
recruiting is also made to remind us of victimization by press
gangs; and in describing Mrs. Malaprop's abuse of words. Sir
Lucius refers to impressment: "here are a great many words
pressed into...service...that would get their habeas corpus from
any court in Christendom" (II.ii.49-51). Like me, he sees verbal
' Besides the references discussed here, see nil.

Tyranny of Social Forms

9

and military tyrannies as of a kind, creating a world where even
words need protection from arbitrary imprisonment.
When Acres declares with ludicrously misdirected savagery,
"I'll make my old clothes know who's master" (n.i.314-15), he
misapplies to mere fashion the real violence occurring in the
consequential world of duels and impressment.
Such
misdirection of emotion is paralleled by several characters' use
of potentially violent curses, the snarliest of which is Sir
Anthony Absolute's curse upon his son: "I'll unget you! and
damn me, if ever I call you Jack again!" (II.i.188-9) Such
damnation oaths and curses are a verbal manifestation of
absolute tyranny's wish to threaten existence itself, but they are
mere nonsense because of their feeble inconsequentiality; and
just before Absolute curses his son. Acres explains that an oath
ought to make sense, which further alerts us to the lack of sense
in Sir Anthony's curse. The misapplied violence and the
misapplied cursing is thematically related to Mrs. Malaprop's
use of "select words so ingeniously misapplied, without being
mispronounced (I.ii.159-60). To make the relation clear, the
nonsense words used in Acres's curses conspicuously parallel
Mrs. Malaprop's nonsense; and like Mrs. Malaprop, Acres is
vain of his usage, even pretentiously pointing out to Jack
Absolute that the "oath should he an echo to the sense"
(ll.i.336), which as in malapropism does occasionally happen,
though not by any act of will.
The senselessness of curses and malapropisms leads us to
recognize the more sophisticated misuses of rhetoric, especially
by Faulkland, and by Julia when Faulkland has been able to
evoke a sympathetic response from her, as here:
Then on the bosom of your wedded Julia, you may lull
your keen regret to slumbering; while virtuous love, with
a cherub's hand, shall smooth the brow of upbraiding
thought, and pluck the thorn from compunction.
(V.i.26-30)
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Despite the pragmatism in the lines that both immediately
precede and follow these, melodramatic self-projection,
dramatization of the self, and metamorphosis of the selves into
symbols via allegorical abstraction exemplify that "enthusiasm
of sentiment" that Henry Mackenzie compared in Lounger #20
(18 June 1785) to "enthusiasm of religion," wherein "certain
impulses and feelings of what may be called a visionary kind"
are substituted for "real practical duties," the result being the
"separation of conscience from feeling," which is "a depravity
of the most pernicious kind." As in Hugh Kelly's False Delicacy
(1768), where Mrs. Harley scoffs at it for us, we ought to pay
attention here to the ethical implications of the rhetoric of
sensibility, which is used variously by Faulkland, Julia, and
Lydia. Rhetorical flourishes such as those quoted and defined
above are malapropisms of a more sophisticated order: and the
supposedly higher planes of linguistic expression striven toward
and imitated by Mrs. Malaprop and Julia are both nonsense.
A letter supposedly by Ensign Beverley equates the tyranny
of false rhetoric with that of clothing fashions, thereby
connecting those two motifs in the play: Mrs. Malaprop's vain
pursuit of intellectual respectability is said to make her "dress
up her coarse features, and deck her dull chat with hard words
she don't understand" (in.iii.74-5). With similar modishness,
Faulkland and Lydia misappropriate the language and behavior
of the cult of sensibility and pervert its positive aspects because
they misunderstand what sensibility should mean and are
victimized by it. Seen in this way, the play exhibits both
explicitly and implicitly the informing concern I hope to have
convincingly identified.

Before examining one specific aspect of false sensibil
ity—aestheticism—let us look at one scene in terms of tyranny
and also demonstrate how, in a modern production, the theme
could be amplified by stage action and props. Act I, scene ii
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must be one of those scenes Loftis had in mind when he
mentioned the extraordinary intensity of the older generation's
tyranny over its wards in The Rivals. To recapture that
intensity for a modern audience to whom parental authority
and filial obedience are both more remote, we need to reinforce
the text physically and visually, though retaining Sheridan's
exact phrasings. Lydia is in her dressing room in the morning;
the circulating library has just opened for the day; Lydia has
been confined indoors by Mrs. Malaprop and, therefore, in this
production, has had no motive to get dressed beyond her
lingerie, and as directed by Sheridan has settled in to read the
hot new title. Lord Chesterfield's Letters to his Son (1774)—in
appropriate reading for a girl and regarded by many as
"methodized...insincerity."^ Sir Anthony Absolute and Mrs.
Malaprop are in the house, but Lydia assures Lucy, "They'll not
come here" (1. 154). When they unfortunately do, Lydia and
Lucy anticipate Sir Anthony's judgment on the circulating lib
rary—the "evei^reen tree of diabolical knowledge" (1. 236)—and
so must scramble to hide the books, which in our production
is more important than getting some clothes on Lydia. Despite
the lack of an explicit "Exit" directive in the text of the 1776
third edition, the text later directs that Lucy "Enter," which
suggests that Lucy has exited from the scene just before Sir
Anthony and Mrs. Malaprop enter. As there is no reason why
Lucy must be offstage during the scene, we can enhance the
comic effect by giving her no time to make it to an exit;
instead, she dives into a travelling trunk, covers herself with
Lydia's clothes, and eavesdrops. The following dialogue ensues
(I shall explain later why some phrases are in brackets):

'J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England, 1770-1800 (1932; rpt. Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1961), 80. The impact of Chesterfield's Letters on
the novel is discussed.
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Mrs. Mai. There, Sir Anthony, [there sits the deliberate
simpleton who wants to disgrace her family], and lavish
herself on a fellow not worth a shilling.
Lyd. Madam, I thought you once—
Mrs. Mai. You thought, miss! I don't know any business
you have to think at all—[thought does not become a
young woman]. But the point we would request of you
is, that you will promise to foi^et this fellow—to illiterate
him, I say, quite from your memory.
Lyd. Oh, madam! [our memories are independent of our
wills]. It is not so easy to forget.
Mrs. Mai. But I say it is, miss; there is nothing on earth so
easy as to forget, if a person chooses to set about it. I'm
sure I have as much forgot your poor dear uncle as if he
had never existed—and I thought it my duty so to do; and
let me tell you, Lydia, these violent memories don't
become a young woman.
Sir Anth. Why sure she won't pretend to remember what
she's ordered not!—ay, this comes of her reading!
Lyd. What crime, madam, have I committed, [to be treated
thus]?
Mrs. Mai. Now [don't attempt to extirpate yourself from the
matter]; you know I have proof controvertible of it.—But
tell me, will you promise to do as you're bid? [Will you
take a husband of your family's choosing]?
Lyd. Madam, I must tell you plainly, that had I no
preference for anyone else, [the choice you have made
would be my aversion].
Mrs. Mai. What business have you, miss, with preference and
aversion} [They don't become a young woman]; and you
ought to know, that as both always wear off, 'tis safest in
matrimony to begin with a little aversion. I am sure I
hated your poor dear uncle before marriage as if he'd
been a blackamoor—and yet, miss, you are sensible what
a wife I made!—and when it pleased Heaven to release me
from him, 'tis unknown what tears I shed! But suppose
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we were going to give you another choice, will you
promise to give up this Beverley?
Lyd. Could I belie my thoughts so far as to give that
promise, my actions would certainly as far belie my
words.
Mrs. Mat. Take yourself to your room. You are fit
company for nothing but your own ill-humours.
Lyd. Willingly, ma'am—[I cannot change for the worse].
Each phrase printed in brackets is to receive a physical
accompaniment that will amplify its meaning and reinforce it
visually. The effect is as follows.
Mrs. Malaprop enters and points to Lydia while exclaiming
to Sir Anthony, "There sits the deliberate simpleton who wants
to disgrace her family." "Disgrace" acquires special force
because Lydia is en deshabillee, a state that throughout the scene
provokes the frantic efforts of Mrs. Malaprop to clothe her
because of the presence of Sir Anthony. The first time that
Mrs. Malaprop goes to the trunk, she must lift the lid, which
Lucy has closed on herself; thereafter, when Mrs. Malaprop
reaches for a bit of garnishment out of the trunk, she doesn't
notice that it is being handed up from below by Lucy, whose
hand each time pops out just above the trunk rim: this farcical
bit visually enacts the obliviousness that marks Mrs. Malaprop's
absorption in making Lydia decent.
"Thought does not become a good woman" is accompanied
by an attempt to throw a pair of stays around Lydia.
Lydia's response to her, "Ah madam, our memories are
independent of our wills," is said as she struggles to breathe and
free her breasts from the stays, which are to be laced even
tighter as Mrs. Malaprop recites her next lines, so that, Lydia's
exclamation, "What crime, madam, have I committed to be
treated thus?" expresses double meanings, mental and physical
discomforts.

14
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Mrs. Malaprop continues, "Now don't attempt to extirpate
yourself from the matter"—another line ripe with the same
double meanings.
As Lydia struggles to get loose, she is asked, "Will you take
a husband of your friend's choosing.^" Mrs. Malaprop asks this
as she grabs an utterly hideous dress from the travelling trunk
and forcibly imposes it on Lydia—who, it now becomes clear,
has customarily not been allowed to select her own wardrobe.
Next, Lydia replies, in a line of by now obvious double
significances, "The choice you have made would be my
aversion."
To which, Mrs. Malaprop replies, "What business have you,
miss, with preference and aversion. They don't become a young
woman," unwittingly commenting on her own lack of taste in
building Lydia's wardrobe.
Finally, and ending the scene, Lydia exits with the bitter
sigh, "I cannot change for the worse."
In the course of the scene she has been fully clothed both
literally and symbolically by Mrs. Malaprop's tyrannical will.®
Before examining the action any further, we should know
what set our production takes place in. Figure 1 (opposite
page) outlines its basics and indicates the location of the cast
just after the entrance of Mrs. Malaprop and Sir Anthony.
In our production, Lydia's pet parrot, whom we have
temporarily forgotten, has twice in the scene cackled at
malapropisms, first on the word "illiterate" and then on
"extirpate"—to Mrs. Malaprop's observable irritation. Being
preoccupied with garnishing Lydia in decency, Mrs. Malaprop
has had no time until the end of the scene to take revenge on
the mocking parrot. Having dressed her niece, however, she
' When in Ill.iii Jack suggests to Mrs. Malaprop that Lydia's elopement ought to
be allowed to go forward, but with Jack replacing Beverley, Mrs. Malaprop balks:
"she is not dressed for a first visit of this kind" (Purdy, 57). "Dressed" was later
replaced by "prepared" (1. 106 in Price), which is both more vague and more
decorous. Our produaion's renewed emphasis on dressing commands the
restoration of the adjective "dressed" from the Larpent MS.
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Figure 1: Set for The Rivals.
Courtesy of the author.
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orders her to her room, and is now free to attend to her
detractor. Although Mrs. Malaprop speaks another line, Lydia
responds ("Willingly, ma'am") not to it, but to the order to
take herself to her room. Mrs. Malaprop's final line, then, is
fairly extraneous unless it can be made meaningful. It acquires
meaning by Mrs. Malaprop's having moved stage rear and now
thrusting the night cover down over the parrot's cage while
expressing anger that is ambivalently directed to both the parrot
and Lydia: "You are fit company for nothing but your own illhumours." The parrot's cackles were ours; the parrot's exile is
Lydia's. The prop restored from the oblivion of Fag's throwaway line functions thematically.
This production of the scene unifies the pervasive twin
motifs of tyranny by clothing and tyranny by family and also
makes so apparent the grotesqueness of the latter tyranny that
we can now complicate Lydia's otherwise totally silly character
by showing her romantic sensibility to be partly a reaction
against her aunt's unreasonable and tasteless restrictions. As
soon as Mrs. Malaprop enters with Sir Anthony, she pulls open
a fashionable oriental room-divider screen in an attempt to
block Sir Anthony's view of Lydia. As Mrs. Malaprop draws
open the screen, the audience discovers on it a representation of
a lounging Leda and an advancing swan, arranged femaleleft/ male-right to parallel Lydia and her Jupiter.' (The screen
' Fag's evaluation that "Love...has been a masquerader ever since the days of
Jupiter" (I.i.39-41) reinforces the Jupiter image here, as do Sir Anthony's
familiarity with the myth of Prometheus (Hl.i.122-3) and his taking on the god-like
role of creator and destroyer. In a passage already commented on in my main text,
Sir Anthony masquerades in that role in order to exercise absolute power
tyrannically over his son—"I'll disown you, I'll disinherit you, I'll imget you!"
(II.i.488-9)—only to remove the curse as soon as he thinks it has caused his son to
agree to his terms (III.i.41). These and other speeches (such as bragging about
beating his son in earlier days or suggesting that Mrs. Malaprop starve Lydia into
submission), as well as his name, suggest the appropriateness of a comic-Jupiter
leitmotif; and supporting a sense that Sheridan would have anticipated our
associating Jupiter with lust is his having written, as a youth (with his friend
Halheat^, a fragment of a play called "Ixion," a variation on the legend wherein
Jupiter lusts for the mortal wife of Amphityron.

Tyranny of Social Forms

17

is Chinese-export, with a western mythical motif.)
Sir
Anthony's seeing Lydia here becomes the basis of his salivating
description of her beauties to his son in IILi, a description that
otherwise has no basis. If this enactment seems to enlust Sir
Anthony's character, we need only refer to the unsuccessfully
acted original version of the play, which Sheridan revised into
the gelded version that has been the basis for later productions
in need of steroids.
In the original. Sir Anthony is goatish and coarse: he ui^es
his son to exhibit greater sexual energy, thereby demonstrating
his own; and frustrated that a son of his does not respond to his
lucious description of Lydia—which again reveals his own
lechery—Sir Anthony not only curses him as being of "vile,
insensible stock" (in.i.l02), but uses imagery later excised as too
ribald: "So lifeless a clod as you should not dare to approach
the arms of such glowing beauty—to lie like a cucumber, on a
hot bed" (Purdy edn., 47); later, thinking his son is going off
to see Lydia, he inflicts on him innuendoes about swords and
trinkets (Purdy, 104). As has been well known since Purdy's
edition of the Larpent MS, Sheridan removed much of the jestbook material;'" but in doing so he left undeveloped an
Although some are too windy, are unclever, or would mystify a modern
audience because of their historical specificity, most of Sir Anthony's coarsening
lines that had to be omitted from the original MS as too indelicate should be
restored. Between n.i.423 and 424, restore:
Capt Abs. Sir, I cannot think of entering into an affair of this nature, so much
in the dark.
Sir Anth. The only time. Jack, the only time—a lady—
Capt. Abs. Nay, a lady I have never seen.
Sir Anth. Nay, nay. Jack, there are many things, you have never seen, which
I believe, you would have no aversion to.
Convert "the lady shall be as ugly as I choose: she shall have a lump on each
shoulder" (II.i.450-51) to the original, "the lady...choose: she shall have a hump
behind and before." Restore to IV.ii.: "Mrs. Malaprop, these young soldiers, must
never be trusted with a pretty girl, tete-a-tete.—Like children, they will be picking
at the dish, before Mama has piimed the napkin" (Purdy, 83). After 1.226 in I.ii,
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essential element of Sir Anthony's character. The full
development should be restored, for the elder Absolute's
vicarious lechery partly explains why he is willing to be so
brutal in tyrannizing over his son in forcing him into a match
with Lydia.
Before her aunt entered, Lydia had been talking with Julia,
to whom she gleefully recounted her aunt's having "fallen...in
love with a tall Irish baronet" (I.ii.59-60), so both Sir Anthony
and Mrs. Malaprop have had passion on the brain while dealing
with Lydia. Mrs. Malaprop's ability to forget her love for
Lydia's "poor dear uncle" was therefore ambiguous; and her
pious repetition of it to Lydia, hypocritical. This is relevant to
the theme of tyranny because, as Lydia—acutely—has already
explained to Julia, Mrs. Malaprop's renewed awareness of
passion explains her attempt to inhibit Lydia's; and just as, by
combining different elements from early variant texts, we
reconstructed the fully developed lust that motivates Sir
Anthony's tyranny, so should we reconstruct Mrs. Malaprop's
by rewarding it with marriage to O'Trigger, as Sheridan did in
his original version.
Such a fuller awareness of the older generation's passion and
its motivation of the tyranny I have defined necessitates our
asking if and how it can be reinforced—as, for example, in the
dialogue between Sir Anthony and Mrs. Malaprop after Lydia
restore: "the knack of scribbling is the girl's black art:—Each character they scrawl,
composes part of the infernal incantation, by which the fiend is invited to enter"
(Purdy, 16).
Further bawdy wit and forceful biologicality ought to be restored to speeches
of both Lucy and Mrs. Malaprop. To cite but two instances: in I.ii.26-28, Lucy's
bland remark, on returning from the circulating library, "This is The Memoirs of
a Lady of Quality...and here the second volume of The Sentimental Journey f was
originally a double entendre: "The top one is Roderick Random, and Emily
Montagu, under Ma'am" (Purdy, xxx); and in the original, just before O'Trigger
announces his match with Mrs. Malaprop, she, after revealing herself as Delia, says
to him, "Come here, tho' [sic: 'thou'] barbarous Vandyke! Thou inhuman goat—let
me convict you," which is followed by the stage direction, "takes him aside"
(Purdy, 115). The original is much richer not only comically, but psychologically.
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Here is part of that

Sir Ant. In my way hither, Mrs. Malaprop, I observed [your
niece's maid coming forth from a circulating library!—She
had a book in each hand]....From that moment I guessed
how full of duty I should see her mistress!
Mrs. Mai. Those are vile places, indeed!
Sir AntT [Madam! a circulating library...is], as an [ever
green tree of diabolical knowledge!]—It [blossoms]
through the year!—And depend on it, Mrs. Malaprop,
that they who are so [fond of handling the leaves], will
[long for the fruit at last].
Mrs. Mai. Fie, fie. Sir Anthony, you surely speak [laconi
cally]!
Sir Ant. Why, Mrs. Malaprop, in moderation, now, what
would you have a woman know?
Mrs. Mai. Observe me. Sir Anthony.—I would by no means
wish a daughter of mine to be a progeny of learning; [I
don't think so much learning becomes a young woman];
for instance—I would never let her meddle with [Greek,
or Hebrew, or Algebra, or Simony, or Fluxions, or
Paradoxes], or such [inflammatory branches of learn
ing]—neither would it be necessary for her to handle any
of your [mathematical, astronomical, diabolical instru
ments];—but, Sir Anthony, I would [send her...to a
boarding-school], in order to learn a little ingenuity and
artifice.
Add to Lydia's hastily hidden novels, which are mentioned
in Sheridan's text, various bits of clothing—including the most
" Initially, Sir Anthony here responded to Mrs. Malaprop's cue that the circulating
libraries are "vile" by accusing them of causing more pregnancies than the military
police: "Oh, our London Nunneries are more obliged to them than to all the
Recruiting Officers in the Kingdom" (Purdy, 17).
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personal, such as those called "bosom friends"'^ and which have
been left strewn by the teenager oblivious of tidiness—and the
stage is set for reading and enacting a subtext not in Sheridan
but appropriate to it.
In recounting his seeing Lucy carrying books, Sir Anthony
realizes that they must still be in the room, so starts looking for
them. Having found one, he announces his discovery, directs
Mrs. Malaprop's attention to it ("Madam! a circulating lib
rary...") and without yet paying any attention to what he is
picking up, begins to define it ("...is..."). His body has been
between Mrs. Malaprop and the book, though the audience has
noticed that hanging out from the book is a delicate bit of pale
green, intimate apparel; and just at the moment when he would
complete his definition of what a circulating library is, he, too,
notices the dainty, which now complicates his famous metaphor
describing that which he holds in his hand ("an ever-green tree
of diabolical knowledge"). The rest of his speech displays his
being unnerved by this unexpected vicarious intimacy with
Lydia; and though ostensibly about the book, it continues the
portrayal of his lust, which had just been demonstrated while
Lydia was present: "fond of handling the leaves...long for the
fruit." Throughout this speech. Sir Anthony has kept the
garment from Mrs. Malaprop's view, so as to savor it.
When Mrs. Malaprop says, "you surely speak laconically," by
accident she accurately describes the languid tone and rhythm
with which Sir Anthony unconsciously expressed his "long[ing]
for the fruit." Of course, to the audience, he had also been
speaking "ironically," which is what Mrs. Malaprop intended to
say.
Sir Anthony now seeks to refocus his attention and,
therefore, redirects the conversation, meanwhile inadvertently
exposing what he holds. Mrs. Malaprop's noticing it is the
motive for the action that now ensues: Mrs. Malaprop becomes
Aileen Ribeiro, Dress in Eighteenth-Century Europe 1715-1789 (New York:
Holmes and Meier, 1984), 119.
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a Fury of garment gathering. As she explodes, "I don't think
so much learning becomes a young woman," she snatches the
book and delicacy from Sir Anthony, and then recites a list of
those things she would not have a girl learn, each noun being
punctuated by another snatching up of another undei^arment:
"Greek...Hebrew...[etc.]". Metaphorically, under-apparel she
would rather keep out of the male view is equated with
knowledge that should be kept from the female view.
Finishing her list, she bundles an armload of dainties over to
the trunk in which Lucy is nestled, and while exclaiming that
she would "send" a girl off to a "boarding-school," slams down
the lid of the trunk. The subtext in this connects the exiling of
Lydia offstage or off to a boarding school with the comic
imprisonment of Lucy in the trunk. This connectedness is to
be reinforced by Sir Anthony's final speech in the scene, which
he shall speak while he recloses the trunk lid, which a
suffocating Lucy has had to open unobtrusively and (farcically)
without Mrs. Malaprop's or Sir Anthony's having noticed. He
closes it while advising Mrs. Malaprop to deal forcefully with
Lydia: "take my advice—keep a tight hand—if she rejects this
proposal—clap her under lock and key," and SLAM goes the
trunk lid. Albeit comic, even farcical, the incarceration of a
potentially suffocating Lucy in the trunk by, first, Mrs.
Malaprop and second, by Sir Anthony symbolizes the entire
web of variations on the theme of tyranny in the dressing-room
scene.

In the world of The Rivals, all of the characters, including even
Julia, are compelled, usually by external cultural forces, to speak
and/or behave in nonsensical, illogical, and potentially
dangerous ways. We can extend Jack's description of Acres to
the rest of the cast: they are "eccentric planetfs]" (ILi.157),
drawn as inevitably to certain behaviors as the mindless mob in
Pope's Dunciad IV is drawn to Dullness by gravitational
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attraction. Either their wills cannot resist being pulled toward
what they deem a higher order of cultural being, or like Sir
Anthony's their wills are operated by motives over which they
have no rational control. The results are the same—tyrannization of reason and common sense, the most perverse instance of
which is the warping of both male and female behavior by the
cult of sensibility.
Several manifestations of such cultural tyranny could be
examined, but one suggests all. One consequence of the cult of
sensibility might be called the aestheticizing of life, the placing
a premium on aesthetic, especially dramatic, apprehension of
everything. There are trivial instances such as the gratuitous
description of books by their covers (Sir Ant.: "half-bound
volumes, with marble covers" [I.ii.230-31]) and the rejection of
a dog-eared book as aesthetically unpleasing and, therefore, not
"fit for a Christian to read" (I.ii.17); but even that instance has
serious overtones, as it redefines "Christian" to mean "aesthete"
and elevates secular sensibility by according it the highest moral
approbation. More consequential instances, however, would
include those such as Julia's and Faulkland's self-dramatizing
rhetoric, which has already been mentioned, Lydia's unrealistic
aestheticizing of love, and O'Trigger's parallel aestheticizing of
dueling. Sir Lucius identifies the mental conversion of reality
into artifact ("the quarrel is a very pretty one as it stands"
[IV.iii.47-8]) and defends that mental operation against reason
("we should only spoil it, by trying to explain it" [11. 48-9]);
and the duel scene that opens V.iii. is a pastiche of aesthetic
posturing—as in O'Trigger's advice to Acres on striking the
"genteelest attitude" in which to be slain (11. 65-6). In act 3,
scene 1, in cross-cut juxtaposition to O'Trigger, Lydia repeats
O'Trigger's aesthetic adjective, lamenting that her romance,
unlike a play, has not moved toward "the prettiest distress
imaginable" 153); and bringing various threads of aestheticism
together, act 4, scene 3 is constructed in such a way as to force
us to see the relationship between three absurd aesthetic assess
ments—O'Trigger's of dueling, Lydia's of romance, and
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Faulkland's of sensibility, which he defines as a "too exquisite
nicety" (IV.iii.l46). It may be passe to argue to what degree
Sheridan was an anti-sentimentalist, but The Rivals exposes the
consequences of false sensibility as an historical phenomenon
warping the capacity to reason and thereby tyrannizing its
victims.
Among the victims were some of the early reviewers, who
lauded "various sentiments" felt to demonstrate Sheridan's
sensitivity to "the finer feelings" {Public Ledger [18 January
1775]) and "elegant" scenes "written in a masterly stile" {London
Packet [16-18 January]). More precisely and myopically, they
found Faulkland's character to be "touched with a delicate and
masterly hand" {Morning Chronicle [20 January]) and cited
Faulkland as "a great proof of heart-felt delicacy...a beautiful
exotic" whose "exquisite refinement...opposed to the noble
simplicity, tenderness, and candor of Julia's" were thought to
"give rise to some of the most affecting sentimental
scenes...ever...met with" {Morning Chronicle TI January). If
Sheridan's verse "Prologue" failed to make unmistakably clear
that one of his intentions in The Rivals was to satirize
sentimental comedy, then Captain Absolute's climactic
judgment of his friend Faulkland as "a subject more fit for
ridicule than compassion" (IV.iii.143-4) should have. Therefore,
instead of causing us to doubt Sheridan's tone and intentions,
the judgments by early reviewers quoted above reveal how
firmly cultural blinders can be clamped on the mind."
" In a section of Dramatic Works called "Reception," Price reprints several early
reviews, a few reactions from the 1790s, and portions of John Bernard's account
of the opening night, first published in 1830 in his Retrospections of the Stage. Early
reviewers disagreed on many subjects, especially Julia's and Faulkland's characters,
and the coarseness of Mrs. Malaprop's abuse of language; and the split among the
reviewers, if Bernard's account is to be beheved, echoes that in the audience:
The audience...were composed of two parties—those who supported the
prevailing taste, and those who were indifferent to it and liked nature. On
the first night of a new play, it was very natural that the former should
predominate;—and what was the consequence? why that Faulkland and
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Julia (which Sheridan had obviously introduced to conciliate the
sentimentalists, but which in the present day are considered heavy
inounbrances,) were the characters which were most favourably received;
whilst Sir Anthony, Acres and Lydia, those faithful and diversihed pictures
of life, were barely tolerated; and Mrs. Malaprop (as she deserved to be)
was singled out for peculiar vengeance (Retrospections, 1:42).
For two hundred years, Faulkland has almost consistently been found absurd, but
Sheridan was aware that some of his contemporaries wotxld have difficulty
recognizing his satiric intention: between 29 Jan. and 1 Feb. 1775, he wrote in a
pubhc letter to the Morning Chronicle, "The character of Faulkland will improve
on the audience the more it is understood" (Letters, 3: 293).
Faulkland's character can be laughed at and wept for alternately (and in
"Goldsmith and Sheridan" Robert D. Hume justly warns us against imposing on
the comedy of the Georgian period a rigid dichotomy between "laughing" and
"weeping" comedy), and such ambivalence can easily be acted. Frank Ellis cites as
a telling instance of this "certain sequences in Charhe Chaplin films" (Sentimental,
119). I do not find convincing Leonard LefPs argument (see nl) that Sheridan
intended us to take Faulkland and Julia as unlaughable exemplars of sentimental
love.

